Handling Service Animals and Emotional Support Animals in County Programs and Facilities (DRAFT-2 06/01/26)
Guidance for Sacramento County Employees, Supervisors and Managers
Background and Legal Authority
The County of Sacramento does not discriminate on the basis of disability in access to, or in the administration of, its programs, services, and activities for the public, in compliance with Federal and State laws and regulations that include:
· Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990 amended
· Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 amended
· Fair Housing Act
· California Fair Employment and Housing Act (FEHA)
· California Government Code §11135 et seq and §12900 et seq
· California Civil Code § 51 (Unruh Civil Rights Act) and §54 through §55.32 (Part 2.5 Blind and Other Physically Disabled Persons).
These laws and regulations require that Sacramento County provide equal access to their programs and services for members of the public with disabilities. This includes people with disabilities who use service and emotional support animals (ESA).
This guidance will assist County staff and contracted service providers with the appropriate response to and effective management of service animals, ESAs and their handlers when in County facilities or participating in County programs and services.
Basic Requirements for All Animals
When accompanying a customer or client participating in a County program or service, or in a County facility, all service animals and ESAs must adhere to the following requirements.
1. The animal must always be under control of the handler while in County facilities.
a. The animal must be harnessed, leashed, or tethered, unless, with respect to a service animal, these devices interfere with the task or work the service animal has been trained to perform or the handler's disability prevents use of these devices. In that case, the handler must maintain control of the animal through voice, signal, or other effective controls.
b. The animal must not be disruptive. Behaviors such as repeated barking at other customers or in quiet places, growling at or jumping on people, or running away from the handler are not permitted. The handler must take effective action to bring these behaviors under control.
c. The animal must be housebroken.
2. Staff may request that the handler remove the animal only if
a. it is out of control, and the handler does not take effective action to control it, or
b. the animal is not housebroken. [28 C.F.R. § 35.136(b)]
If the animal is excluded for one of these reasons, staff must still give the handler the opportunity to participate in the service, program, or activity without the animal being present.
3. All animals must be vaccinated against diseases common to that species of animal in accordance with all federal, state, and local ordinances and/or regulations, and the handler must be able to provide proof of such vaccinations if requested. In addition, all animals should have a tag that identifies the handler and contact information in case of emergency.
4. The handler is responsible for containing and disposing of all animal waste.
5. The handler is responsible for any property damage or injury to others caused by their animal while in a County facility or participating in a County program or service.
Service Animals
Definitions
Under the ADA, a service animal is defined as a dog of any size or breed, or in some cases a miniature horse, that has been individually trained to do work or perform tasks for a person with a disability.  The task(s) performed by the animal must be directly related to the person’s disability. The animal must be trained to take a specific action when needed to assist the person with a disability. 
Examples of tasks may include, but are not limited to
· Assisting individuals who are blind or have low vision with navigation and other tasks 
· Alerting individuals who are deaf or hard of hearing to the presence of people or sounds
· Providing non-violent protection or rescue work 
· Pulling a wheelchair 
· Assisting an individual during a seizure 
· Alerting individuals to the presence of allergens 
· Retrieving items such as their medicine or phone 
· Providing physical support and assistance with balance and stability to individuals with mobility disabilities 
· Helping people with psychiatric and neurological disabilities by preventing or interrupting impulsive or destructive behaviors
Procedures and Guidelines
A service animal must be permitted to go with its handler everywhere members of the public are allowed. A service animal and their handler should NEVER be separated.
Many service animals wear an identifying vest or harness. However, this is not required under the ADA, and these items have no legal meaning.
There is no official certification designating a dog as a service animal and staff are not permitted to require any such documentation to be provided by the handler. This is because the ADA allows handlers to train their dogs themselves. Not all service animals need, or are provided with, formal training by experts.
Most service animals are socialized as part of their training and generally do not exhibit disruptive or inappropriate behavior. They are engaged in their work and are focused on responding to the needs and commands of their handler.
If staff are unsure whether a dog is a service animal, there are two questions they may ask the handler: 
· Is this animal required because of a disability? If yes, 
· What work or task is it trained to perform to assist you with your disability?
· Do not ask questions about their disability. 
· Do not ask for a demonstration of the task.
· Do not pet or distract – the animal is working.
It is a crime to misrepresent an ESA or a pet as a service animal. However, be aware that many people may mistakenly believe their animal is a service animal because they are disabled.
If staff are still unsure whether a dog is a service animal, focus on the dog’s behavior. If it is not disruptive or aggressive as described above, consider forgoing the inquiries and allowing the dog to accompany the handler while they participate in the service, program or activity.
For miniature horses, in addition to the requirements of being under control and housebroken, staff may consider whether the facility can accommodate the miniature horse’s type, size, and weight; and whether the miniature horse’s presence will not compromise legitimate safety requirements necessary for safe operation of the facility. Use the Reasonable Accommodation Interactive Process below to make these determinations.
People with disabilities who use service animals cannot be isolated from or treated less favorably than other clients/customers or charged fees that are not charged to other clients/customers without animals. 
Staff should be aware of the location of and accessible route to the facility’s animal relief area and direct or escort the handler with their animal when needed.
Emotional Support Animals
Definitions
An Emotional Support Animal (ESA) is a companion animal that provides comfort, emotional or psychological support to a person with a disability. Unlike service animals, ESAs are not trained to perform specific tasks related to a disability. ESAs can be any type of animal, but cats and dogs are most common.
The ADA does not recognize ESAs as service animals because they are not trained to perform a specific task. These support animals provide companionship, relieve loneliness, and sometimes help with depression, anxiety, and certain phobias, but do not have special training to perform tasks that assist people with disabilities. 
However, under the federal Fair Housing Act and California law, individuals with disabilities who have a support animal may request a reasonable accommodation related to the individual’s need for the support animal in all locations and facilities where the general public can go. 
Procedures and Guidelines – County Facilities and Services
If an animal accompanying a client or customer is not a dog or miniature horse, it is not a service animal. All animals are required to meet the same behavior, safety and health requirements.
If a dog’s behavior or health condition raises cause for concern, staff may ask the handler the same two questions as with service animals. 
Before making any inquiries, focus on the dog’s behavior. If it is not creating a disruption, and the interaction with the client or customer will be brief, such as making an appointment, a payment, dropping off forms, etc., it is likely not necessary to make any inquiries. 
In response to an inquiry, if the handler does not state a task that their dog is trained to perform to assist with their disability, the dog may be an ESA or just a pet. However, it’s important to recognize that people who use ESAs may find it very difficult or impossible because of their disabilities to travel and engage in services without their ESAs.
If the client or customer with an ESA needs to return or will have ongoing participation in a program or service, staff should advise the client or customer that they must request a reasonable accommodation to continue to bring their animal with them. No particular form is required, and the request may be made verbally or in writing. The request process, response and interactive meeting must be in a format that is accessible for the requestor.
A decision to exclude an animal shall be made only after engaging in the reasonable accommodation interactive process and consulting with the Disability Compliance Office. This decision must be made in writing, state the specific reasons for the exclusion of the animal, and come from a high management level. 
Reasonable Accommodation Interactive Process
Upon receiving a request for reasonable accommodation to permit an ESA, staff shall engage in a good faith interactive process with the handler. Line staff should include their supervisor or manager in this process, the department’s ADA-PAL, and/or other relevant staff. The discussion shall include
· Behavior requirements for the animal
· Explanation of the handler’s responsibilities
· Any limitations or restrictions necessary for health and safety of staff or other clients and customers (such as those with severe allergies, phobias, etc.)
· Identifying an accessible area on an accessible route for animal relief
· Any other requested accommodation related to the disability access needs of the handler and their animal, whether they can be reasonably met, and if not, effective alternatives identified
Document the accommodation discussion and agreement and keep it with the client’s file. Provide a copy to the department’s ADA Public Access Liaison (ADA-PAL). ADA-PAL Contact List (link)
Procedures and Guidelines – Housing and Shelter
Some County programs involve referrals to or placement in transitional housing or emergency shelters. Under both Federal and California law, housing providers, which include homeless shelters, other emergency shelters and transitional housing, are required to provide reasonable accommodations to people with disabilities to allow them to live with an assistance animal, including an ESA.
The housing provider must either permit the ESA or promptly engage in a good faith interactive process to determine whether to permit the ESA. As part of the interactive process, staff may request documentation that is confirmation from a health care provider, to verify the handler’s disability-related need for an emotional support animal. No additional cost or burden shall be imposed on the requestor.
The link below contains additional guidance on ESAs from the California Civil Rights Department (CRD):
Emotional Support Animals and Fair Housing Law
Other Support or Assistance Animals
Service Dogs in Training
The Disabled Persons Act (DPA) expressly provides that persons with a disability and persons licensed or authorized to train guide dogs, signal dogs, or service dogs, “may take dogs, for the purpose of training them as guide dogs, signal dogs, or service dogs in any of the places” to which the DPA requires full and equal access for people with disabilities. 
The dog being trained must be on a leash and tagged as a guide dog, signal dog, or service dog by an identification tag issued by the county clerk, animal control department, or other agency. The same behavioral, health and safety requirements as with service dogs or ESAs apply.
Comfort or Therapy Animals
Comfort or therapy animals are trained to provide emotional, mental, and sometimes physical support through interaction with people in various settings. They must be certified or registered by a reputable organization, often involving temperament testing, obedience training, and handler training. 
Therapy dogs, the most common type, are trained to be calm, friendly, and comfortable in different environments. They visit hospitals, schools, nursing homes, and disaster areas to reduce stress and improve mood.  They are usually paired with trained handlers for safety and effectiveness. 
These animals do not have the same legal protections as Service Animals or ESAs. They are only permitted in County facilities at the discretion of management. 
Service Animals and ESAs for Employees
County employees may request to have their service animals and ESAs with them in the workplace through the Employee Reasonable Accommodation (link) process. Learn more about support animals in the workplace from the Job Accommodation Network (JAN): 
What to do When an Employee Requests an Accommodation to Bring their Service Animal to Work 
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9310 Tech Center Drive Sacramento, CA  95826
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